Chapter 8
Walking back into his office, Jack was ready to get to work. He was running out of time, with
Christmas being just 29 days away. If he was going to do something significant that required
any kind of time, he had to get started ASAP. It was a little after three in the afternoon. It was
cold outside, but sunny. The sun had melted some of the snow on his roof, but as the sun
started to go down, it always formed an icicle right outside the window in his office.
He took the napkin and wrote at the bottom of Alissa’s column the quotes from Wyatt.
In his usual whiteboard etiquette, he began working on the problem out loud, to himself.
Slowly saying each quote as he wrote it on the whiteboard.
“Okay, so love...isn’t...love...until...you...give...it...away. Was that Alissa’s problem? Did she
never give herself away? Or did she give too much of herself away?”
Continuing to speak as he wrote as if he were teaching a class or something, Jack proceeded to
write on the board, “We...become...like...what...we...love. I would have to say that’s true for
Alissa. Maybe...no, definitely too much becoming like the boy she loved. But was that what
Wyatt meant by that? Was she becoming like what she loved or was she pretending to be
someone she wasn’t in the hopes that she might possibly get love?”
“Next up. L-o-v-e...is...a...decision, n-o-t...a...dest-i-na-tion. How has Alissa treated love? There
are plenty of ways she’s treated love like a destination- this thing that well, once she gets it,
everything else in her life will fall into place. Does she treat it like a decision? Does anyone?”
“Aaand…True...love...sac-ri-fi-ces...itself...for...the...better-ment...of...others. It kind of seems
like Alissa is happy to do this. But, is there a line? Do you ever go too far sacrificing yourself for
someone else? If you’re willing to change everything about who you are...but, she wasn’t
changing herself to help anyone get better, she never knew any of these guys.”
“Hmmm. Maybe that’s the key. Or at least the starting point. I can’t help her with the first one
right off the bat, or the second one. I may be able to help her see that love is more of a
decision than a destination, but maybe the best place to start is that last one.”
Jack wasn’t being totally honest with himself. He knew it in his mind, but he was far more
interested in having a plan he could put into action than dealing with the thoughts that were
trying to creep up from his subconscious. But there was no time for that right now. He was on
to something.

(Copyright David Lindner 2018) 60

“What if, Felix is the answer for Alissa? What if he’s what she needs and she’s what he needs
but neither of them know it yet? Yeah...after all, Wyatt had an arranged marriage and they
were happily married for 49 years. Why couldn’t I ‘arrange’ Felix with Alissa?”
“But...I can’t just walk up to her and tell her she should get together with Felix. She’d probably
slap me, or at least roll her eyes so far back into her head she’d be seeing yesterday. But...if I
don’t start off by telling her I’m trying to get her and Felix together, and just try to get her to
help Felix, maybe that will get the ball rolling. If she starts helping him get better, maybe she’ll
start to love him in the process...on the journey. Didn’t Wyatt say something like that? Yeah,
Yeah, I think he did!”
Jack was getting pretty excited, not only at the fact that he was starting to finally settle on a
plan but that he had been able to come up with one that fit well within what Wyatt had been
talking about. His excitement was so strong it was even able to all but silence that sneaking
suspicion that there might be a problem with his plan.
“Alright, alright. So, I need to get Alissa to help Felix. But, with what?” They knew each other
because of their connection with Jack, but not extremely well. They’d spent time together, but
Alissa had always been so into some boy that Felix found her kind of pathetic.
“He’s probably not likely to be open to receiving help from her, so it will have to be something
where she’s helping Felix without Felix realizing she’s helping him.”
Jack sat down in his desk chair. Working through the problem piece by piece. It was the kind of
thing he liked to solve. But, it was often a difficult journey.
“Alissa needs to help Felix get better…”
“Felix won’t want her help…”
“For Alissa to be able to help Felix, she’ll have to do it in a way that he doesn’t realize it…”
Jack had nothing. No ideas. No starting points. No seeds of an idea that could grow into
something useful. Jack had stopped his verbal processing and had reverted to mentally
wrestling with the problem.

It’s going to be hard to get someone to help Felix when he doesn’t like getting help from
anyone. How do you help someone who is helpless. Is that the right word? Was it right to call
Felix helpless because he wouldn’t receive help?
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It would help me kill two birds with one stone if it would work out this way, but what are the
chances this will work out? And it’s not just because of Alissa, but Felix can be pretty hard to
love.
In fact, Felix is more of the problem than Alissa. She’d help Felix or anyone in a heartbeat. But,
how do you help someone who doesn’t want any help? Not only that, how do you help
someone that doesn’t think they need help? It’s still more than that...how do you help
someone who thinks they’re better than anyone who could possibly have something to offer
them?
This wasn’t going to be as easy as Jack had thought a few minutes ago. Jack turned his
attention to Felix. He was the problem in this scenario. Part of Jack wondered: Is Felix a
problematic person on purpose? Is that a way of consuming more of people’s time and
attention. Even if people are frustrated with you, they’re still thinking about you.
“Alright, Felix. You need to forgive people. You need to forgive me. The list of people who you
need to forgive never gets any shorter. But it’s not just forgiveness. Everything is always about
you. Of course you can’t forgive people. They’re the ones who dared to do or say something
different than you.”
Jack didn’t realize the bad feeling he’d been harboring for Felix all these years. If narcissism is
a real thing, then you definitely are a narcissist. Everything is always about you. And when it’s
not, you get offended. The whole world has to bend to your ways, and if they dare to have
their own feelings or ideas, they were never your friend to begin with.
Jack never felt like he had anything to forgive Felix for. In fact, even now, Jack knew he was
right. This is who Felix is. This is how Felix thinks and acts. I’ve never known anyone as
self-absorbed in my life. Felix is in love with Felix. Maybe that’s the reason he never had a long
relationship. He couldn’t find anyone that loved himself as much as he did.
The more Jack thought about Felix, the more he realized the problem that Felix wrestled with
wasn’t forgiveness. It was selfishness. Self absorption. How do you help someone who is full of
themselves?
Jack was stuck. It was a frustration he always wrestled with when it came to Felix. Even when
they were close and before anything had gone wrong, Felix’s level of selfishness bothered Jack
on a deep level. At the same time, he had always been saddened by it. What must have gone
wrong in Felix’s life to lead him to that point? Jack really didn’t know. Felix never talked about
it, at least not with Jack. It’s so sad to see someone stuck in a problem that’s so obvious to you.
Is it obvious to Felix? Is he even aware of it? Would he even care if he was?
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Jack feared he knew the answers to most of these questions. That’s what made Felix such a
challenge. That’s probably also why Felix was pretty much alone in life.
Jack heard the sound coming from the TV he’d left on in the living room. It was halftime on
Sunday Night football. He checked his watch. It was already after 7. Jack had no idea that so
much time had passed. He looked out the window. It was dark. He noticed the light of the
street lamp through the icicle, interested by how the shape of icicle warped the look of the
light.
On most Sunday evenings, Jack liked to go over to his mom’s house for pizza. He’d usually pick
it up on the way from Finnagin’s. But, the time for that was long gone. Shoot, I hope mom
wasn’t waiting for me. He grabbed his phone from the end table next to his chair. 6 missed
calls from his mom. He checked his messages. The first two were to see if he was coming. The
last, told him she was going to go ahead and eat without him. Jack felt guilty about missing it,
but knew she wasn’t likely to be upset. She never was. He’d send her a text real quick to
apologize, then call later to make sure she was okay.
Jack sat down in his chair, mindlessly watching the game, not caring at all about what was
happening on the screen - lost in thought about Felix and Alissa...and his mom and his dad…
and Wyatt. His mind was bouncing around between it all.
Jack knew exactly what he needed. A walk. He grabbed his coat, put on his gloves, scarf and his
trapper hat. It was a cold night. Already well below freezing. The air was crisp, but clear and
clean. There was no wind. All was calm. Cold, but calm. Once he got around the corner from
his house, the light from the street lamps hidden by the houses, he could see so many stars.
Jack had always liked going on walks, especially at night. They helped give him perspective. It’s
hard to feel like a problem is too big when you contrast it with the vastness of the universe.
Even when it was cloudy and you couldn’t see the stars, the size of trees and the mountains
were more than enough to help Jack clear his mind.
Jack walked for what to his body felt like three hours, but to his mind felt like a few minutes.
He wanted to keep walking, but he also wanted to not be freezing cold. So, he decided to turn
around and head for home. He was about a 10 minute walk away.
As he turned around and headed back down the hill he had just walked up, a gentle breeze
came along and blew some of the dry, powdery snow off a nearby Douglas Fir tree and onto
his face. It stung a little as it hit his cheeks, but he liked the look of it on his dark grey coat. The
wind and the ping of the snow was just enough to get him to turn his head to the right so the
snow hit the back of his hat.
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It wasn’t a strong wind. It didn’t last long. It was here for a second and gone. It wasn’t a lot, but
it didn’t take much. It usually doesn’t.
As Jack came off the steepest part of the hill, the street leveling off, to the right was the
playground for the elementary school and all over the playground were tracks the kids made
that day playing in the snow. All over the place there was evidence that there had been life
there that day. Thousands of footprints, dozens of little snowmen. He stopped, rested his arms
on the chain link fence, kicked his right foot over his left ankle and stared into the snowy night.
Nearly as though he were standing right there, Wyatt’s words came rushing into Jack’s mind.
“The true measure of success is measured by what’s left when you leave.” Here, right before
his eyes, Jack began to get a picture of what Wyatt was talking about when he said they tried to
live their lives by that statement.
The footprints, scattered to and fro in the snow. Evidence. But, of what? Recess? No, it was a
Sunday. Just kids playing in the snow. Neighborhood kids, maybe some parents too. Not a
break from learning, just playing. Jack could see something he had never noticed before. He’d
seen the playground thousands of times- kids playing there in the snow hundreds of times.
But, there was something more to it than that. No one was there playing in the snow right
now. It was dark. But, in front of him was more than enough evidence for him to know exactly
what had happened that day.

What’s left when you leave is the evidence of how you lived when you were there. It seemed
painfully obvious to Jack, but he hadn’t thought about it up to now. And it isn’t one big thing,
it’s a thousand little steps.
A thousand little steps Jack wouldn’t have even seen had it not been for that gentle breeze
blowing at just the right time to get him to see it. That’s what had been missing from Jack’s
plan. He’d been trying to come up with a big plan, the big move, the one, life-altering thing he
could do for each of his friends, when, in the end, that one big move - whatever it was - wasn’t
going to matter at all.
Jack didn’t need a big plan, he didn’t need a massive strategy with all the dots connected. What
he needed were steps. Even if they were just baby steps to get his friends moving in the right
direction, that would be enough.
--Jack picked up his pace and headed back to his house, already working the plan, No, not plansteps, and coming up with a place to start.
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As he started up the steps to his front porch, he was already undoing the buttons on his coat,
scarf already hanging over his left forearm, right hand extended towards the handle of the
storm door. Everything was off the second he crossed the threshold, three seconds later - it
was draped over his dad’s old arm chair.
He headed straight into his office, grabbed the marker, and asked himself out loud: “What is
one step Alissa can take to help Felix?”
He stood, staring at the whiteboard, thinking back on the steps in the snow, waiting
expectantly for something, anything to come to his mind.

Come on Jack, you just need a starting point. How can you get Ally started on a path that will
cross paths with Felix in a natural, yet significant and forward moving manner?
When he said cross paths, it came to him. That’s it! The Davis’ Annual Inaugural Christmas
Dance. Every year, Ally’s grandparents hosted a dance at their house to kick off the start of the
Christmas season the first Friday after Thanksgiving. Because it was her grandparents thing,
Ally went every year, and every year Jack had been her date. He was safe, and he knew
whatever guy she was into that year would have no interest in going with her. He had always
obliged. But, what if…
“That’s it!” Jack shouted as the idea popped into his head. “I’ll just tell Ally that I can’t be her
date this year because I have a date.” Jack didn’t have a date, but that was neither here nor
there. “And, I’ll just have to find a convincing way for her to ask Felix to be her date. That will
give her a reason to talk to him.” And if he had just the right argument for her to use with
Felix, he’d have a hard time saying no.
Jack breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t have the plan, but he had a step. He had a start. And, as
much as Jack loved plans, what he loved even more was starting something. He had it now.
Jack, sat in his chair in front of the TV, the game now over. As he sat down, his stomach
growled, causing him to look at the clock. 9:17pm. “Guess it’s time for some Capt’n Crunch.”
He got up, went to the cupboard, poured himself a bowl. He stood in the kitchen eating,
knowing he wouldn’t be long. Turning off the light over the sink, he headed to his room to get
ready for bed.
He found himself taking one deep breath after another. Somehow, he had finally found a
moment of peace, of rest from the strain he had been putting himself under. He laid down on
his bed, lights still on, and sleep came over him the moment he closed his eyes.
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Chapter 9
As often happens, the grandeur of Jack’s epiphany from the night before lost much of its
luminosity in the light of the new morning. As Jack started to put together the two pieces-the
two baby steps that would get things moving for both Alissa and Felix, the weight of what was
required of him landed squarely on the shoulders of his own conscience.
Jack hadn’t really spent much time thinking about his own relational destiny for a while, and
the thought of finding someone who would be willing to do what was necessary without any
further obligation was, at least in the conceptual phase of the idea, an all but daunting task.
There was a time when Jack was pretty serious about a girl. It was before Ron passed away.
Before Jack & Felix became close friends. It was pretty serious, and Jack was pretty invested in
the relationship. It wasn’t a tragic experience. She didn’t cheat on him, he didn’t cheat on her.
It wasn’t anything anyone would write a screenplay about. Jack and Erica were a perfectly
pleasant couple, seemed like a logical match. They complimented one another nicely.
Together, they seemed to make a pretty good team.
As they approached the anniversary of being together for 2 years, Jack started to take stock of
the relationship. He had enjoyed their time together, but, was this the love of his life? Was she
“the one?” As he often did, Jack methodically evaluated their time together, only to discover
that the relationship he had with Erica had somehow morphed into something that more
closely resembled a business partnership than it did a lifelong relationship.
They were both busy pursuing their careers, Erica was finishing up her degree in social science
as she desired to transition into a more fulfilling career than being a manager at a starbucks.
They knew they didn’t have time for more than they were giving at the moment. And together,
they both reached the conclusion it would be best to part ways. So they did. Amicably. No hard
feelings. No tragic ending. Not enemies, but neither had they remained friends. It was just
over.
Shortly after that Jack met Felix and they started their friendship/partnership that consumed
much of Jack’s free time. Then, once Ron had passed away and the friendship with Felix had
disintegrated, Jack’s entire existence changed in a few short months. He went from being in
the pursuit of major dreams and someone to chase them with, to managing the details of his
parents estate, taking care of his mom and brother. Somehow Jack, who had previously been a
fairly focused and determined individual had morphed into a, still put together on the outside,
but in life was spinning more plates than he could keep in the air.
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Jack had been in a holding pattern for years now and hadn’t realized it, it wasn’t something
that had even come up into conscious thinking, let alone anything he had dwelled on. Sure,
there were moments when Jack felt lonely, but they weren’t long-lived. He always had
someone who needed his help in one way or another. Or the restaurant needed some
attention, or there was some issue in town that he felt obligated to solve. When feelings of
loneliness arose, they were quickly replaced with one of his hundreds of obligations.
So, when the idea of finding someone to ask to the Inaugural Christmas Dance went from idea
to necessity, Jack was forced to face the reality that he hadn’t given consideration to that area
of his life for years. Where would he start, and on such short notice? How could he possibly
think he could find an acceptable date in enough time to give them time to rearrange their
own plans to be there?
And not going wasn’t an option. He never missed. He made a big deal about it to people who
made lame excuses for not showing up. So if he didn’t show up, Jonesdale would probably
implode. At best it would explode with gossip and ridicule towards Jack for probably the rest of
his life.
But, as hard as it was for Jack to come up with even one idea, the thought of going back to the
whiteboard to mine his mind for a different approach seemed about as likely as squeezing
milk from a peanut.
When presented with two options and one is exceptionally difficult but the other seems
impossible, Jack always went with exceptionally difficult. He used to go for the impossible, but
he was too old for that now.
Jack considered using a dating website. The problem with that was, he knew there were people
from Jonesdale who used some of them. Some of them used all of them. If they found out he
was trying to find a date, everyone in town would be trying to pair him up with people in town
he had no interest in knowing that way. Besides, Alissa was on there, so, she’d eventually
figure out Jack hadn’t been forthright, which could have devastating consequences for the
plan.
So that was out.
The only other idea he had that had any hope of keeping this whole situation out of the public
eye was to go to the only other person in town who had real connections outside of Jonesdale.
Julianne. It was a risk, for sure. She did run the Rise ‘N Grind, which meant there would be
plenty of opportunity for her to let the cat out of the bag. But, Jack couldn’t think of any other
option and didn’t have the luxury of time.
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He grabbed his coat and gloves and jumped up in the Scout. He needed gloves most of the
winter with the Scout, as the steering wheel rarely warmed up. It usually took some time, but it
always fired up, even on the coldest mornings. He’d pump the gas pedal 7 times, turn it over
for a few seconds. Repeating the process until it started up. He had to hold the accelerator
down to keep the engine running enough to warm up, which didn’t take too long. The Scout
had its inconveniences, but Jack liked the character of the old thing and was willing to put up
with its idiosyncrasies as long as it functioned well enough to get him where he needed to be.
Driving out to the West side of town from his house was one of Jack’s favorite drives. The sun
behind him, was illuminating everything and reflecting off the melting snow. It was the way to
the freeway, which meant it was also Jack’s connection to the outside world, a world that had
limitless possibilities but wasn’t so overly desirable to Jack that he wanted to leave his
hometown.
The Rise ‘N Grind was at the edge of the actual town. Jonesdale extended just to the other side
of the freeway out by Finnagin’s. But, when the people of Jonesdale talked about town, this
was the end of it. Heading this direction always gave him perspective on the town and his role
in it. He loved it here, but too many people only ever thought about life from their Jonesdale
perspective. If it wasn’t for people like Jack, there’d be no consideration given to keeping up
with the rest of the world.
It only took Jack about 6 minutes to drive from his house to the coffee shop. It took longer to
warm up the Scout. Not long enough to have second thoughts-just long enough to work up the
courage to bring Julianne in on his crazy plan.
But, as Jack pulled into the parking lot, he noticed Julianne’s car wasn’t there. The lights were
out and it appeared that the shop hadn’t been opened yet today. Hmm. This is quite unusual.
Julianne was a morning person-probably why she opened the coffee shop in the first place. It
gave her something useful to do early in the morning. It’s not like her at all to be late.
Jack sat in the Scout for a few minutes, worrying about what might be wrong. Just as he was
about to pull out his phone to send Julianne a text to see if she was okay, she came flying into
the parking lot, cutting the corner a little too much and running up on the curb before pulling
behind the building to her spot by the back door.
Jack got out of the Scout and stood by the front door as Julianne made her way through dark
building, turning on lights as she went, stopping to turn up the thermostat and made her way
to the front door to let Jack in.
In a less than enthusiastic and slightly perturbed tone, Julianne says “Hey Jacky.”
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“Morning Jules. I was getting a little worried there. Is everything okay?”
“Oh yeah, nothing I can’t handle. The day got off to kind of a rocky start, but I’m here.”
Julianne got right to work getting things ready for the morning. She started grinding the beans
for the brewed coffee, turned on the espresso machine to let it warm up, started putting away
the dishes from closing down the night before, and the dozens of other little things that
needed to be done every morning.
Jack jumped in as best he knew how, turning on the rest of the lights, flipping over the open
sign and he grabbed the box of muffins from “Stone’s Dough” and put them on the counter for
Julianne to put in the display case. Jack loved their blueberry bizarre muffins, whom no one
knew for sure what was in them aside from blueberries, but were one of the most popular
varieties from the Stone’s bakery. Todd and Jenny took over the bakery after Todd’s parents
retired and moved to Texas to spend time with their other grandkids. The whole town was
grateful and a few pounds heavier as a result. The bakery wasn’t bad before, but Todd and
Jenny’s recipes were nothing like the people of Jonesdale had ever tasted.
As Julianne was putting the muffins in the case, Jack started some lighter conversation in the
hopes that he would be able to slowly shift the conversation towards what he could feel was
going to be a big ask.
“Mrs. Ayers thought my car was outside your house the other night.”
“I like Adrian.”
“Adrian? Adrian who?”
“For the name of our firstborn. If she’s telling people you were at my house, chances are we’re
already back from our honeymoon too.”
They both enjoyed a good laugh.
“Yeah, I had the same thought. That’s why I did my best to put it to rest.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time she’s tried to marry us off.”
“I’m sure it won’t be the last either. She described the Robertson’s van and thought it was my
Scout. Can you believe that? How could she confuse a maroon minivan with my red Scout?”
“You always have been a little testy when it comes to your Scout.”
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“Hey, you would be too if you’d found the one vehicle on the planet that understood you
completely.”
“Wow, Jack. I didn’t realize you had such strong feelings for it.”
“He, not it. His name is Scotty.”
“Scotty Scout?”
“Precisely, and Scotty gets me. Probably even more than you.”
“Maybe Scotty and I will have to go for a ride some time to talk.”
“Ha ha.” Jack laughed sarcastically. “So, are you taking piano lessons?” Turn number one. How
many turns would it take to get the conversation to a place where I can make my request
without it being too weird?”
“Actually, I am. I’ve always wanted to learn, but I was always too busy to try. So I decided it
was time that I made time for it.”
While Jack was intrigued, he was also trying not to be too critical of Julianne. Too busy? I didn’t
realize mountain climbing and skydiving were obligations? Jack knew better than to criticize
her irrational need for adventure. He’d done that once before and it took them months to get
back to normal.
After a few seconds of internal commentary on Julianne’s priorities, Jack asks, “How’s that been
going?”
Just as she was about to answer his question, Mr. Clark jogged through the door, “Hey Miss
Julianne. Coffee’s smelling good!”
“Good morning Mr. Clark” Julianne replied in her usual overly bubbly tone so many in the town
had come to love. “Having the usual this morning?”
As Julianne carried out her role in negotiating Mr. Clark down to a more heart-healthy drink
choice, Jack turned to gaze through Julianne’s Christmas window artwork-the snow reflecting
off what was left of the melting snow which served to illuminate every detail of her handiwork.
The combination of her artistic talent, the smell of the cinnamon nutmeg flavored coffee she
had just brewed and the sound of her folksy, acoustic instrumental Christmas music playlist
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she had on repeat all season long made the Rise ‘N Grind feel more like a spiritual retreat than
a coffee shop.
Jack went behind the counter to pour himself a cup of coffee while Julianne finished making
Mr. Clark’s double caramel macchiato with an extra shot of espresso, walked back to the bar a
seat away from check-out, slowly tipped the cup to his mouth and tried to take a sip without
burning his tongue.
Hearing the sound of the sip, Mr. Clark turned to Jack, “How’s life in the fast lane?”
Jack lightly laughed in response, the kind of laugh that communicates an easiness and
disapproval of the question at the same time, “Things are moving along nicely. Can’t really
complain.”
“Oh, c’mon Jack. There’s always something to complain about if you try hard enough.”
Jack wasn’t really surprised that Mr. Clark had suffered from a heart attack. Despite his
physical condition he wasn’t just negative about his own life but had a knack for drawing
negativity out of anyone.
“Nope. Just don’t have anything worth wasting breath to complain about today.”
“Alright. Just remember Jack, sooner or later reality hits everyone like a freight train. It’s easier
to be prepared when you can see it coming.”
“I’ll take that into consideration Mr. Clark.” Jack responded under the assumption Mr. Clark
was trying to draw him into complaining. He didn’t even give consideration to other possible
interpretations to his statement.
Mr. Clark took his 24 ounce, two-thousand calorie artery clogger in a cup, and headed out the
door towards his home.
“Can you believe that?” Jack retorted to Julianne.
“Yeah. Some people just can’t see themselves beyond the mirror.”
“Guess we’d better start saving up for the next big one. So, you were just getting ready to tell
me about piano lessons?”
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“Well, it’s not coming as fast as I thought it would, but you know me, I can’t quit ‘til I’ve
reached the summit, so, I’ll just keep working on it. I’m thinking about heading over to
Marksville this afternoon to look at keyboards. You want to come?”
Jack couldn’t have wished for a better opportunity to take a big step towards the plan had he
spent the morning brainstorming about the most desirable outcome. He was instantly filled
with the hopeful expectation that his crazy idea may not be completely impossible after all.
“That sounds great Jules. I haven’t been outta Jonesdale for a couple of weeks. I’ve been
needing to stop into Sapori anyway. How were you planning on getting the keyboard home?”
“In your Scout.”
“Oh, okay. I see what’s going on here. You’re using me to get to Scotty.”
“And this surprises you?”
“Actually, no. Not at all. What time you wanna leave?”
“I usually close up a little after 6, but I can probably close up by 5 since Wyatt’s still recovering
from his surgery and won’t be needing his pre-shift fuel.”
This unplanned trip might give Jack a chance to dig into Wyatt a little bit too, so it was going to
be well worth what it would cost Jack in gas to drive Julianne to Marksville.
“Sounds like a plan. I’ll meet you here at 5.”
Jack poured his coffee from the ceramic mug into a paper cup, washed his own cup and placed
it on the drying rack. He grabbed his coat from the seat at the bar, said “See ya” to Julianne,
and headed out the door.
--A nervous anxiety kept Jack from being able to do anything productive all day long. He found
himself distracted and bouncing from one task to another, not finishing any of them.
Eventually, he had wasted enough time that he could make himself something quick for dinner
and get ready to go meet Julianne.
As he was in the kitchen making himself a couple of eggs and a ham sandwich, he heard a
headline from the news that he’d had on in the background for the past couple of hours. “A
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recent study shows just how stressed we can be during the holidays.” It grabbed Jack’s
attention just enough that he took his sandwich into the living room to hear more.
“According to a recent study conducted by the online retailer eBay, the effects of shopping on
our bodies are similar to having run a marathon. After studying 100 people, researchers
discovered the holiday spirit wore out only 32 minutes into shopping, and people lost all
interest. What’s worse, is that 88 percent of people in the study experienced tachycardia-a
disorder where your heart beats faster than normal while at rest.”
“No wonder people kill one another on Black Friday,” Jack said to himself, as he walked back
into the kitchen, the sound of the news anchor trailing off in the distance, “A similar study finds
that feelings of guilt, depression, competition, unmet expectations and even emptiness are on
the rise. Here to expound on the results is local exp…” Jack had drifted into thought about his
own feelings of stress and anxiety that were coming as a result of the holidays this year. He
had been feeling the pressure in his shoulders and neck for days now.
He hurried through his dinner, turned off all the lights but the one by the front window, and
headed out the door. “It’s time to get this ball rollin’’” he said, with as much enthusiasm as he
could muster to try to motivate himself about the uncertainty of the evening ahead.
Unintentionally slamming the door of the Scout, pumping the gas 7 times, he looked into the
back to make sure there was room to haul a keyboard. Jack decided he’d better take the jack
out, just in case. He kept a floor jack in the trunk just for flats, instead of the usual bumper jack
that accompanied this model of Scout. He’d never bought a keyboard before, and didn’t know
how much space he’d need. Jumping back in, he made his way to pick up Julianne.
--When Jack pulled into the parking lot of the Rise ‘N Grind, Julianne already had everything
locked up, shut down, and was sitting on the step waiting for Jack to arrive. As he pulled in, she
jumped up and trotted around to the passenger side of the Scout.
“Heya Jack!”
“Hi Jules. What music do you want to listen to?”
“Anything but ---”
“---country. I know.”
Jack just left it on 104.7, which he did most of the Christmas season, unless they played that
ridiculous dogs barking jingle bells song.
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“Anything exciting happen today at the Rise ‘N Grind?”
“Just your average, usual, unexciting day in the metropolis of Jonesdale drama.”
“Anything new and exciting?”
“Well, Dr. Sieverson is planning on closing down 30 minutes early for the rest of the year.”
“Wow. Breaking news!”
“So, not really any new or interesting information today. What’s new with you?”
Jack didn’t often talk about himself, and usually answered such questions with questions that
diverted attention back to the one who had asked him. But, given that he only had about 37
minutes before they made it to Marksville, he figured he’d better jump right in.
“Well, funny you should ask Jules, because I’m working on something and I need some
assistance.”
Julianne, pulled her legs up into her seat and turned and faced Jack-the glow of the stereo
lights illuminating the right side of her face in a kind of alien green glow.
“Well, since you and Scotty are driving me to look at keyboards, guess I oughta give you a
listen.”
“I was hoping you’d feel that way.”
Jack proceeded to explain what he was trying to do for Alissa without sounding insane along
the way. He justified his actions and rationalized his decision to try to help her with something
more significant than a purchased gift this year. It wasn’t because he didn’t have the money, it
was because he wanted to do something better.
“So, let me get this straight. You’re trying to set her up with Felix? I thought she was your
friend?”
“Oh, c’mon now, Felix isn’t that bad. He’s just been through a rough patch. I think not only
could he be what she needs, but she could be really good for him too.”
“And to try to get them together, you want to get them to the Davis’s dance as a couple, but
she’s expecting to go with you like you do every year?”
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“Right.”
“So, you need to find a date that people will believe you’re close enough with to bring to the
dance in place of Alissa, who won’t mess up the evening somehow and won’t think you’re
actually interested in her?”
“Yeah…” Julianne was pulling at every weak thread of Jack’s plan.
“And this girl has to be willing, not only to put herself into this incredibly awkward situation,
but be able to act as though you’ve been together for some time.”
“Okay, I get it, you think this is ridiculous.”
“Well, yeah, it sounds dumb to me, but I’m just trying to think through some options here.”
Jack was able to take a shallow breath. At least there was hope. They were coming around the
bend just before the road dropped a couple thousand feet in elevation as they made their way
out of the mountains and down to the valley where Marksville sat next to the Marks River.
“Give me just a minute to think here.” Julianne pulled out her phone and started scrolling
through her contacts. “No. No. No. No. Maybe. Probably not. Definitely not.” She kept scrolling
as Jack kept driving. Getting into the exit lane, and slowing down, Julianne’s attention was
drawn away from her phone as Scotty slowed down.
“I’ve been saving up for another big backpacking trip next summer, but I think I want to try
something different this year.” She pulled an envelope of cash out of her back pocket, that had
the amount, $2,713, written on the outside of the flap.
“So, that’s how much we’ve got to work with?”
“Yeah. Barb says it’s important that I get one that sounds and feels like a piano, otherwise I’ll
never really learn the nuances of the instrument.”
“Well, that’s a pretty good sum.”
They came to a stop at the red light, the fourth stop light from the freeway. Jack turned right
into the shopping center and made his way to Musician’s Paradise. There was a spot open on
the sidewalk not too far from the entrance, where he backed the Scout in to be ready to load
up the keyboard.
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After Julianne played the same simple song on the 5th or 6th keyboard, Jack left to go to the
restroom. While he was gone, a salesman came over. He went on and on about the differences
between all the different brands, how none of them had it all, and she’d have to decide which
was more important-realistic sound or realistic feel.
Neither Jack nor Julianne had heard any difference between all the different keyboards. But
Julianne did notice the way some of the keys felt different. Some were more springy than
others. She opted for one that had less spring and seemed to have a bit of a bounce to it. As
the salesman made his way to the back to see if they had it in stock, Julianne jumped right
back into their conversation, making Jack quite uncomfortable as there were quite a few
people within earshot.
“So, I’ve got this friend. Her name is Mira. She’s a real sweetheart, but not a softy. She’s
confident but not arrogant and she’s pretty smart too, getting her Masters right now in
something. Anyway, we play together in the volleyball league and if there’s anyone who could
pull this crazy stunt off, it would have to be her.”
“Really? You think she’d be willing?”
“I said she was capable. I have no idea if she’d be willing. And I’m not asking her. You’ll have to
do it yourself.”
“And how am I supposed to do that?”
“She’s on her way here to meet us. I texted her while you were in the bathroom.”
“You did what?!” Jack’s initial reaction was instinctual. He was far more thoughtful and process
oriented than Julianne was. She on the other hand, was the kind of person who’d go out for
dinner with a friend and hop on a plane for a week without making any plans. Jack had bailed
her out at the Rise ‘N Grind on several occasions.
Jack reeled back his response, understanding with the time limitations he was under, he’d
probably need to be a little more like Julianne than himself.
Taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling, he let out a long, “Ooooh, kaaaaay.”
The salesman made his way back to the two of them, and said, “We’ve got two left back there.
Do you want me to ring you up?”
Julianne winked at Jack, then turned her attention the salesman. “Poor guy,” Jack said under his
breath, knowing exactly what was about to happen. This guy was about to get Julianned.
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Julianne had a way of getting what she wanted at prices no one seemed to be able to grasp.
Jack didn’t care for her approach, but was unable to remove himself entirely from the
situation-kind of like watching a car chase. You know it’s probably going to end badly, but you
can’t not watch. He took a few steps backwards and pretended to look through the rack of
miscellaneous cables next to the keyboards, listening in as the salesman was about to learn
firsthand the art of negotiation.
“Well, I’ll have to get my manager, but I think we can probably do that,” he said as he walked
away. Jack pulled out his phone and flipped from app to app, just trying to find anything to
distract him from the discomfort of the situation.
When Jack saw the manager coming back, Jack knew Julianne had won. Not because he was
coming, but because he saw the way he was looking at Julianne. Jack couldn’t watch. So he
didn’t. He went outside and unlocked the back of the Scout.
Three or four minutes later, Julianne came out to meet him. “Well, how’d it go?” Jack asked
cautiously.
“Got it for $1,200 less than the sticker said.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me! Remind me never to do business with you.”
The new convert to the school of Jules backed his way through the double doors, toting the big
box on the purple hand truck with the words “Property of Musicians paradise” in big yellow
letters down the side.
“Watch this.” Julianne touted to Jack.
“Jules. Don’t. The poor kid…” It was too late.
By the time the kid walked away, she’d convinced him to give her the hand truck so she’d be
able to get the keyboard in her house. He happily obliged, and seemed to have a bounce in his
step as he walked back in the store.
“That was fun.”
“For you- but he’s not going to think so tomorrow.”
“Well, that’s not my problem now is it?”
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As Jack slammed the back of the Scout closed, a pair of headlights pulled into an empty spot
about 3 trees down. Julianne started walking in that direction, so Jack locked up the Scout and
hurried after her.
No sooner was she out of her car than Julianne had her wrapped in a massive hug. “Thanks for
coming My. Here’s the loon I was telling you about.”
“You must be Mira?”
“You must be Jack.”
“And I must be crazy.” Julianne said, breaking the tension of the moment. Jack clearly hadn’t
met a new girl in quite some time.
“Lianne tells me you need a smart girl for a date.”
Jack, turning to Julianne, “Lianne?”
“It’s my sports persona.”
Jack raised his eyebrows as he said, “Aaaah.” Turning back to Mira, “Yeah, I’m trying to help out
a friend.”
“Lianne explained the situation to me. Something about a Christmas gift?”
“Yeah, just trying to do things a little differently this year.”
“Well, I’m all for that, and I’m happy to help. But, have you thought about what might happen
if this doesn’t work out like you hope?”
Jack hadn’t. He’d barely gotten a few steps on the way to everything going according to his
plan, he hadn’t had the time or energy to consider how things might not go well. Apparently
Jack wasn’t just thinking in his own head, but his thoughts must have affected his face enough
for Mira to respond, “Maybe we should go sit somewhere and think this through a little bit.”
Jack, as uncomfortable as the whole evening had been and as uncomfortable as the thought of
sharing his idea for his close friend sounded, decided against his better judgement to oblige,
“Sure. Why not?”
“Come on,” Julianne or Jules or Lianne or whoever she was said as she turned and started
walking.
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Both Jack and Mira followed, as though they didn’t have a choice.
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